JEROME THALE C ONRAD' S "Heart of Darkness" has all the trappings of the conventional adventure tale-mystery, exotic setting, escape, suspense, unexpected attack. These, of course, are only the vehicle of something more fundamental,. and one way of getting at what they symbolize is to see the story as a grail quest. Though Conrad is sparing in his explicit use of the metaphor ("a weary pilgrimage amongst hints for nightmares"), it is implicit in the structure of the action. As in the grail quest there is the search for some object, and those who find and can see the grail receive an illumination. Marlow, the central figure, is like a knight seeking the grail, and his journey even to the end fo)lows the archetype. His grandiose references to the dark places of the earth, his talk of the secret of a continent, the farthest point of navigation, his sudden and unwonted sense that he is off not to the centre of a continent but to the centre of the earth-these, occurring before he starts his journey, give it the atmosphere of a quest.
And in the journey itself there are the usual tests and obstacles of a quest. After Marlow passes through the bizarre company headquarters in Brussels and the inanity surrounding his voyage to the African coast, he makes a difficult and painful journey inland. At the central station he begins a seemingly routine task-going up the river to bring back a sick company agent-which will become his quest. Gradually he learns a little about Kurtz, at first a name; disgust with the manager and reports about the remarkable agent in the jungle make him increasingly eager to see the man. As Marlow's interest in Kurtz mounts, so do the trials and obstacles that are part of Marlow's test. The . journey creeps on painfully in the patched ship. Near the end, just before the attack, Marlow realizes that Kurtz is the one thing he has been seeking, the "enchanted princess" in a "fabulous castle," whose approaches are fraught with danger.
The grail motif is of course connected with the profuse-and somewhat heavy-handed-light-darkness symbolism. The grail is an effulgence of light, and it gives an illumination to those who can see it. This is the light which Marlow seeks in the heart of darkness. The grail that he finds appears an abomination and the light even deeper . darkness, yet paradoxically Marlow does have an illumination: "it threw a kind of light on everything about me." The manager and the others travelling with Marlow are constantly called pilgrims, "faithless pilgrims," and for the faithless there can be no illumination. At the end of his quest Marlow does not find what he had expected all along, a good man in the midst of darkness and corruption. Instead he receives a terrible illumination. Such experiences are as ineffable as they are profound, and this is why the meaning of Marlow's tale must be expressed so obliquely, like the "glow that brings out the haze."
The nature of Marlow's illumination is determined by the remarkable man who is its occasion. And to comprehend Kurtz we must look into the reasons for Marlow's attitude towards him. Marlow is listening to the manager condemning Kurtz's methods as "unsound." "It seemed to me I had never breathed an atmosphere so vile, and I turned mentally to Kurtz for relief ... it ·was something to have at least a choice of nightmares." Why must Marlow choose a nightmare at all? Because what he sees in one of the nightmares is so compelling that he cannot remain neutral before it.
Marlow's choice is made easier for the reader to accept by the fact that even before meeting Kurtz Marlow finds himself on Kurtz's side. Marlow has been disgusted by everything connected with the company; he learns that the manager schemes against Kurtz, because Kurtz, like Marlow, is one of the new gang, "the gang of virtue." The unseen apostle of light becomes the alternative to the cowardly plunderers. But Marlow is not trapped into an incredible allegiance; he knows what he is choosing when he later makes his real choice. Nor is it an unconsidered gesture of escape from the moral decay of the hollow men. His choice is a deliberate one. Given Marlow's nature and his function in the story his choice must be based on something positive in Kurtz. There are strong hints in the story that Kurtz is a good man gone wrong in the jungle. But if he is merely a victim of unusual circumstances, a man to be pitied, then Marlow's choice is as sentimental as that of Kurtz's fiancee. The causes of Kurtz's tragedy are within-in his towering ambition, and his rootless idealism. Yet the jungle is important, for what happens to Kurtz can happen only under some such conditions. And what Marlow values in Kurtz is so paradoxical that it can be seen only against a dark and mysterious jungle and the corruption of colonial exploitation.
What is it in Kurtz that compels a choice and that produces such a profound change in the imperturbable Marlow? Simply that Kurtz has discovered himself, has become fully human; and Marlow's illumination, the light that is his grail, is a similar discovery about himself and all men.
Marlow tells us in "Youth" that the wreck of the Judea was "the endeavor, the test, the trial of life ... a chance to find out what one can do." "Heart of Darkness," in spite of its stagey background, treats this theme of ~elf-discovery in a much less romantic, and, I think, more profound way than "Youth." Here self-discovery is not just the thrill of finding out what one can do, but the deeper task of finding out what one is, of coming to grips with the existence of the self.
The discovery of what it means to be is not easy. "There's no initiation into such mysteries"; there can only be a confrontation. Only Kurtz, and in a lesser degree Marlow, make the breakthrough. The experience gives a man knowledge that leaves him uneasy with himself and contemptuous of those who do not have it. Hence Marlow's caustic tone to his hearers, safely insulated against such knowledge, "each moored with two good addresses, like a hulk with two anchors, a butcher round one corner, a policeman round another, excellent appetites, and temperature normal." Marlow emphasizes that Kurtz is wasted and feverish from this knowledge; "it was not disease"-<mly the outward manifestation of what went on in Kurtz. Marlow with his own awareness is disgusted with the people he sees on the streets in Brussels: "Their bearing, which was simply the bearing of commonplace individuals, going about their business in the assurance of perfect safety, was offensive to me like the outrageous flauntings of folly in the face of a danger it is unable to comprehend."
Existence is dangerous, menacing; too dangerous for most of us to discover. Illusion and ignorance, which Conrad treats with a mixture of indulgence and scorn, are what save most of us. "The inner truth is hidden,-luckily, luckily." Women are fortunate to be out of it, living in a beautiful world that does not admit and cannot stand the light. What Marlow has learned through Kurtz he feels he must withhold from Kurtz's fiancee, for it is perilous to "the salvation of another soul." "I could not tell her," Marlow says, "It would have been too dark-too dark altogether."
For such a discovery the context of Africa is important and necessary. From the first pages this is impressed upon us. Marlow opens his tale suddenly and mysteriously, "And this too has been one of the dark places of the earth." The Romans who came to Britain, says Marlow with some irony, were men enough to face the darkness. In some inland post one of them felt the savagery that had closed round him, "that mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men." He has to live "in the midst of the incomprehensible, which is also detestable. And it has a fascination, too, that goes to work upon him. . . . Imagine the growing regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the hate !"
The importance of this kind of milieu is developed through both symbol and statement, and Marlow seems at times to suggest that Africa had been the cause of Kurtz's destruction. "It had caressed him ... got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own." But there can be no mistake: Kurtz is not a passive victim of Africa. Africa is like existence, is truth. In contrast to the muddle and haze of the company's operations, Africa is real. The blacks have a vitality "that is as natural and true as the surf along the coast." And Marlow altogether prefers his crew of cannibals to his passengers. Ironically, what is dark in "darkest Africa" is not the land or the people, but the world introduced by the bringers of light and civilization.
In another sense, however, Africa seems dark. The jungle is "a rioting invasion of soundless life, a rolling wave of plants, piled up, crested, ready to topple over the creek, to sweep every little man of us out of his little existence." Africa seems dark because it is the test, the condition under which one can come into contact with the self. The journey to the heart of Africa is the journey into the depths of the self: Kurtz and Marlow travel into the heart of Africa and into the heart of man. The knowledge that is there is so terrifying that its occasion must seem sinister too.
In the depth of the jungle, Marlow tells us repeatedly, one is on one's own; there is no external restraint. "Anything can be done in this country." One feels, and Marlow says that one ought to feel, atavistic impulses, a "kinship with that wild passionate uproar." "If you were man enough you would admit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning which you so remote from the night of first ages could comprehend." Africa awakens "forgotten and brutal instincts ... the memory of gratified and monstrous passions." It "whispered to him things about himself which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he took counsel with this great solitude-and the whisper proved irresistibly fascinating." Outside some such context existence in its simplicity cannot be met. Too many things keep us from travelling into the interior of the self in which we exist. You can't understand. How could you ?-with solid pavement under your feet, surrounded by kind neighbors ready to cheer you or to fallon you, stepping delicately between the butcher and the policeman, in the holy Kurtz's experience of the way of silence, the way of solitude, is like that of the mystics: the withdrawal from the world into silence and solitude to come into contact with the self. The solitude of the heart of Africa is symbolically appropriate for such an operation. Here Kurtz is free externally and internally. In the depths of Africa Kurtz is not hampered by outside restraint. Paralleling this he has journeyed into the depths of the primal self where there are no internal checks on his freedom. The setting of the discovery is aboriginal in the anthropological sense, and, more than this, it is ab-original in a metaphysical sense. Kurtz's soul "being alone in the wilderness . . . had looked within itself, and by heavens! I tell you it had gone mad." For in the mind of man, which "contains all things," there are terrifying possibilities.
And the discovery of the self is the discovery of one's freedom. Away from the grooves that society provides for keeping us safely in a state of subsisting, we can discover that we are free to be, to do anything, good or evil. For the mystic it means the freedom to love God. For Kurtz it means the freedom to become his own diabolical god. This radical freedom as it exists in Kurtz seems to Marlow both exalting and revolting. Exalting because it makes man human, revolting because in Kurtz it is so perverted and so absolute as to exceed all human limits and become inhuman. By distinguishing these two aspects of Marlow's response, we can make meaningful his commitment to Kurtz. To put it another way, we can sum up the two aspects of Kurtz's .freedom in the phrase "I am." On the one hand, to say "I am," is to say that I exist, to say that I am free and have immense possibilities in my grasp. On the other, "I am" is the phrase which only God can utter, because only God exists simply and completely. For Kurtz to say "I am" is the ultimate and complete assertion of himself to the exclusion of all else, the assertion that he is a god. Before Kurtz's discovery of his existence can become Marlow's illumination it has to be realized by both of them. The revelation proceeds through Kurtz to Marlow, and Marlow's full illumination, his full realization of what it means to be, must wait upon a realization in Kurtz that brings out and confirms what Marlow has already seen in him. A final awareness in Kurtz is needed to make meaningful and universalize Kurtz's experience. For Kurtz has accepted his freedom, has become human, but he has not evaluated what being human means. He must assent to the knowledge he has been trying to keep off. This realization, which must be distinguished from the agonizing discovery of his existence, can come only as its fruit. Authentic selfknowledge demands a real existent as its object. Having discovered that he can exist, Kurtz must now evaluate existence. "The horror! the horror" is this evaluation.
The most we can hope for in life, Marlow tells us, is "some knowledge of yourself-that comes too late." Marlow comes close to death and finds that he has nothing to say. Kurtz "had something to say. He said it. Since I had peeped over the edge myself, I understand better the meaning of his stare, that could not see the flame of the candle, but was wide enough to embrace the whole universe, piercing enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat in the darkness."
Only after Marlow passes his final test, his brush with death, does the full significance of Kurtz come to him. Kurtz's last cry takes us to the meaning of the whole African venture for Marlow, the illumination he receives. For Marlow sees that Kurtz's cry is more than selfknowledge, more than an insight into the depths of his own evil. It is an insight into the potentialities in all men, it gives the perspective in which we must see Kurtz's discovery of himself. Kurtz's cry is no deathbed repentance which makes him a hero to whom Marlow can be loyal. It is for Marlow a terrible illumination, for in Kurtz Marlow discovers not simply one man become evil, but a universal possibility. Deprived of the insulation of society, the protecting surface, faced with the terrible challenge, we discover that we are free; the very fact is terrifying, for io that choice lies the unpredictable, even the Kurtzian.
Marlow's illumination comes only after Kurtz's last words and after Marlow's encounter with death; his choice of nightmares is not based on this evaluation. Marlow has chosen before Kurtz utters his cry, and the cry only enables Matlow to see more fully what he has already seen at the time of his choice. At the time he chooses Kurtz, Marlow declares that Kurtz is "remarkable," and to the end of the story he uses no stronger-indeed no othel'-epithet than this. Its occasional ironic uses only point up its understatement. And "remarkable" is Marlow's comment on Kurtz's acceptance of his freedom.
And this is so remarkable that Marlow chooses it even in a man like Kurtz, a man who actualizes his existence only in the evil fulfilment of a monstrous megalomania. What Marlow values in Kurtz is both moral and non-moral. Moral because whether a man exists, has the capacity to act as a human being, is the most important moral fact about him. Non-moral because existence is prior to morality considered as a set of norms for acting and judging conduct. Kurtz's triumph is ontological. He existed as a human beiog capable of good and evil. His tragedy is moral, for he existed subject to no law or standard.
Marlow finds it hard to explain Kurtz and justify his own stand. He keeps telling his hearers, "You couldn't understand." His evalua-tion of Kurtz is presented through a series of contrasts and antitheses. The manager is a "flabby, pretending, weak-eyed devil," the brickmaker a "papier mache Mephistopheles." Marlow prefers to these the devils of violence, greed, desire, for they are "strong, lusty, red-eyed devils, that sway and drive men," real devils that at least demand some commitment of the self. Kurtz is a genuine devil, a god in his Satanic rites. He can inspire horror and revulsion in Marlow, whereas the manager, neither feared nor loved, inspires only "uneasiness." Kurtz commits himself totally to evil, the manager keeps up appearances. Kurtz throws himself into action, though evil; the manager, ruled by caution, murmurs, and does evil by ol:Ili$i.on.
What is evil in the manager and his men is not their conniving, their opportunism, their neglect of Kurtz, but their moral impotence. In Kurtz evil is incarnate. In the company men evil is a privation, not of goodness but of existence. Marlow condemns them on ontological as much as moral grounds. Too self-loving, too much the victims of their own life-killing prudence for a surrender even to evil, they are, like Leon Bloy's middle class, incapable of mortal sin. They are not evil, for they are not even alive, not capable of the humanity involved in making a choice for good or evil. Kurtz has made the journey to the depths of the self, he has responded to the fascinating and terrible appeal of existence. His choice is for evil, but it is a human choiceand it is to this humanity that Marlow turns with positive relief, even though it is a nightmare.
And it is a nightmare of enormous proportions. Kurtz fails so horribly because he has no "inborn strength," no capacity for faithfulness, no code. Marlow's usual term for this is "restraint." The more one has realized himself, and become capable of all things, the more restraint is needed. And Marlow makes a great deal of restraint. He is amazed at the restraint in the cannibals that keeps them from eating the pilgrims. The manager's restraint, keeping up appearances, is but a parody that excites Marlow's scorn and makes the manager worse than Kurtz. The accountant immaculately dressed amidst moral and physical disintegration, keeping his books in apple pie order though a dying man lies on the floor, is admirable because he has some order, some code, some commitment outside the self. This is why the seamanship manual, with its "simple-hearted devotion to the right way of doing things," seems so precious to Marlow; it is a symbol of the restraint, the devotion, that both Kurtz and the manager lack.
Neither Kurtz with his abandon, nor the manager with his getting on in the world, has this restraint, this "devotion to the backbreaking business" rather than to the self. The self unharnessed must be used in tenns of something outside itself. Better live by an absurd code, like the accountant, than by none at all. As Marlow says, "What redeems it is the idea only ... an unselfish belief in the idea-something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to." Marlow is ironic when he applies the phrase to the Romans, but the irony is lifted as the story progresses. And in Kurtz's final cry the "idea" becomes part of Marlow's illumination. Kurtz, living outside all norms, yet knows that they exist and condemn him. Implicit in his cry is an admission of what he has evaded, a realization of the insufficiency of his total commitment to himself and of the validity of the standards which condemn him. And through Kurtz, Marlow, the seaman who has always lived by a code, grasps its necessity and its validity.' This is the last stage of Marlow's initiation, of his confrontation with what it means to be human. Kurtz is the grail at the end of Marlow's quest, and of all those who come into contact with Kurtz only Marlow-the faithful pilgrim----experiences an illumination. The manager reduces Kurtz to his own tenns and cannot see him. The Russian sailor, who admires Kurtz, is too much a fool-perhaps a wise fool-to recognize the challenge that Kurtz has met. The two women each see and love Kurtz, but a false Kurtz, a lie, which Marlow must meet with another lie.
Most people are not capable of understanding Kurtz; the policeman and the two good addresses shelter them from the terror of being. But Marlow has had his illumination, and like Gnlliver come back to England, he cannot stand the smug faces of the people walking down the streets, unaware of the challenge and the danger. Their knowledge of life seems "an irritating pretense." They do not know that they are and therefore they are not. Marlow scorns them because in the quest for Kurtz he has discovered the dreadful burden of human freedom. His full illumination, his grail, is not transcendent being but the heart of man. Yet it demands the same tests in the journey of purification and produces an illumination equally awful.
IThat it can be interpreted as a Freudian allegory testifies to the richness and validity of Conrad's story. Kurtz is like the id, the unharnessed primal forces. The manager represents a crushing amount of super-ego that destroys life by its timid and fearful unwillingness to release and use those forces. Marlow, at least at the end of the story, stands for ego, an awareness of the forces within him and a conscious use and control of them. His journey is a symbol of the proceu through which we discover the deepest recesses of the self and make use of its power. Whether the whole story could be adequately described in terms of some such allegory I do not know; certainly, much of the imagery of darkness and the jungle makes sense in those terms.
